Finding Enrico which run from Venezuela through Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia to northern Argentina (Castellanos, Guía 1). Because this bear's habitat reaches across political boundaries, the Andean bear is dependent on coordination and teamwork for survival.
Andean bears are easily identified by their spectacle-like markings-cream or brown areas around the muzzle and eyes that sometimes run down onto the chest. These markings vary widely and are unique to each individual-some have no markings whatsoever. Evolutionarily distinct, they are the last of the world's short-nosed bears-no other living bear species shares the Andean bear's characteristically short muzzle. Their closest relative was the giant short nosed bear (Arctodus simus), who went extinct approximately 12,000 years ago. The Andean bear is the only bear native to South America (Castellanos, Guía 2).
Though classed as carnivores, these bears are omnivorous and opportunistic, and in reality are largely vegetarian. In the Intag region of Ecuador (20,000 hectares outside the 204,429 hectare Cotacachi-Cayapas Ecological Reserve) and on the western slopes of the volcano, Cotacachi, scat analysis reveals that one particular bamboo species (locally called suro, Chusquea spp.) serves as this bear's primary food source. Bromeliads and various forest fruits are important for bears living in the cloud forest, and bears throughout their habitat unearth beetles, worms, insects, and very occasionally, small mammals (Castellanos, "Andean Bear Research" 25). They also love carrion.
Ecuador's wild lands are one of the most biologically diverse areas of the world-home to a whopping 16,000 plant species, 15 percent of the world's bird species, 6,000 butterfly species, and 138 endemic amphibians, and are one of the last refuges for species such as the ocelot (Leopardus tigrinus), Quichuan porcupine (Coendou quichua), pacarana (Dinomys branickii), cock of the rock (Rupicola peruvianus), laminated toucan (Andigena laminirostris), toucan barbet (Semnornis ramphastinus), and Andean bears (Tremarctos ornatus) (Castellanos, "Andean Bear Home" 66). Habitats in Ecuador range from the rocky landscape of the Galapagos Islands through dry desert regions to the cloud covered, high-altitude mountains of the Andes. The high mountains, blanketed with forests and dotted with active volcanos, stretch eastward into some of the earth's most biologically diverse valleys, where massive rivers snake their way out toward the rich Amazon basin.
Ecuador, along with other South and Central American nations, is losing both forests and bears. Yet Andean bears are fundamental to healthy forest ecosystems. For example, Andean bears tear the bark from specific trees, eventually killing these trees, creating clearings throughout otherwise dense rainforests. This allows light to reach the forest floor, promotes seed germination, and encourages the growth of smaller trees (Castellanos, Guía 5). In addition,
